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however, would take some time. USAF aircraft have not been based in many of these countries
for decades and new facilities would need to be built to support newer aircraft like F-15Es, F-
22s, and eventually the F-35. Just building a ramp with hardened aircraft shelters and facilities
that meet security clearance requirements would pose a significant investment.

As far as the diplomatic costs, countries in this region are already keen to welcome and
increase U.S. forces on their soil. The U.S. and Philippine government, for example recently
began brokering agreements for the military use of eight or more bases for rotational
deployments.®® This already appears to be the U.S.’s opportunity to gain footholds near the
South China Sea and set the stage for permanent basing if the governments both desire. Antonio
Bautista Air Base, for example, is already located in vicinity of the contested Spratly islands and
would be a clear indication of support to counter Chinese claims. The greatest advantage to this
course of action is that once infrastructure is in place and the units are established, tactical
aircraft have the range and loiter to impose significant pressures on Chinese forces. Operations
could be supported by high-valued Command and Control and tanker aircraft, based out of Guam
or Australia; a much more efficient use of assets. Since they are also land-based and protected
with hardened shelters, aircraft and personnel are much more survivable compared to a carrier
group’s vulnerability to Chinese cruise missiles. Short of a mass deployment, this would be the

option that places the most overt pressure on the Chinese government.

ANALYSIS
The historical context of the region has been laid out and some possible courses of action
discussed. Therefore, an analysis of the situation and constraints will be made to attempt to predict
likely outcomes and answer the research question. If the U.S. truly desires to deter provocation from

the Chinese military, than that is going to require a much more permanent presence in the region. Any
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kind of action will have to be within fiscal restraints, but a sustained presence of U.S. strike fighter
aircraft in the Philippines is a start to provide the counter that cannot be accomplished from the ASEAN
group alone.

Just recently, yet another Chinese expansion of military power was catalogued in the South
China Sea. Taiwanese intelligence reports that, in early February 2016, advanced surface-to-air missiles
have been deployed on Woody Island, one of the reclaimed islands off the coast of Vietham.*°
Additionally, a U.S. think tank has analyzed more recent satellite imagery in the Spratly chain and believe
that the Chinese are setting up a high-frequency radar installation.* These most recent revelations set
a precedent for continued arms build-up throughout the region. Chinese officials vehemently deny that
this has any military significance. The Chinese Ministry of Defense mostly claims that the facilities on
“relevant islands and reefs” are for navigational and meteorological purposes, but, “at the same time,
have deployed necessary defensive facilities on the islands”.** This adds yet another bold statement to
ASEAN partners, and the U.S., that China has no intention of discontinuing their pattern of reclamation
and military expansion. This is a chess game and the Chinese are strategically preparing for a regional
arms race. They have almost every advantage. Their growing economy has given them the soft and
hard power to reclaim disputed islands and develop them under the ruse of purely commercial
motivation. In the meantime, China legitimizes their growth of military equipment in the region by
citing their rights to self-defense. Whether the U.S. chooses to deploy assets permanently to the South
China Sea or not, there is no evidence that the Chinese are going to cease their reclamation and
subsequent arming of the contested territories. That said, it is imperative that the U.S. postures
advanced fighters in the region, as part of a larger strategy of deterrence, if they are serious about
protecting the free economic zone. If given the breathing room, the steady pattern of land reclamation
will continue. Clearly, China believes they can creep through the region only receiving hollow diplomatic

threats.
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It is uncertain how the U.S. will ultimately respond in the short term. For one, 2016 is an
election year with an uncertain outlook on which party will control the executive and legislative
branches. That certainly has implications on budgets and American involvement with international
partners. With the fight centered on Da’esh, there is virtually no American media exposure of the
situation in the South China Sea, which can translate into little public and political interest. If the U.S.
government’s stance to maintain the sanctity of a free economic zone remains, then it can be expected
that the U.S. will limp in with a minimum amount of military presence. In order to gain more initiative,
defend free trade, and support smaller allies in the area that feel threatened, the U.S. needs to
restructure their deployment posture for the existing fighter squadrons and setup a permanent base in
the Philippines.

Observing recent actions by Russia in the Ukraine provides relevant historical context. Vladimir
Putin made a calculated move to assist the annexation of the Crimean peninsula and Donetsk region,
knowing that there was no NATO obligation or appetite to get seriously involved. In the years that
followed, NATO, with heavy support from the U.S., stepped up deployments of fighter aircraft and other
military forces to Eastern European countries. These efforts intended to show U.S. and NATO resolve to
protect the sovereignty of the countries near the Russian border that have virtually no independent
defense from an emboldened Russia. In a similar way, China continues to gain confidence that they can
take more and more territory without a significant response. They have also calculated that the many
other undertakings the U.S. is involved in around the world will water down the response. The status
quo has not deterred China’s expansion, and much like the U.S. has been doing in Europe, a stronger
foothold should be present before China can attain mostly unrestricted freedom of maneuver.

The proximity of U.S. and partnered NATO forces to Russia makes deployment to the Russian
border logistically simpler and cheaper compared to the South China Sea. Seeing as how China’s

resurgence will continue for decades to come, a significant investment would have to be made to equip
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air bases in the near future. However, once USAF operations are established, long-term operating costs
should be lower than regular deployments from the CONUS and sortie generation from distant bases on
Guam and Japan. They will also be more affordable than operating a carrier group. The addition of
surface-to-air missiles to a reclaimed island sets a precedent that China will logically continue as they
expand. It does not make much sense to require those systems for the protection of commercial
structures and shipping, however, there is significant strategic advantage to establish this equipment to
defend military vessels, aircraft, and infrastructure. The next logical step will be an increase in air
operations associated with forward deployment of People’s Liberation Army Air Force (PLAAF) aircraft.
If this occurs before U.S. aircraft are established at a cooperative security location or U.S. Air Base, China
will make claim to the airspace over the island groups. Subsequent presence of USAF and ASEAN air
operations will likely be met with protest from the Chinese government. This would happen regardless
of who makes a foothold first, but the ASEAN group would have a much more legitimate argument for

their sovereignty if they can partner with USAF aircraft before the PLAAF begins more robust operations.

CONCLUSION

The important takeaway is that Chinese expansion is going to continue to infringe on disputed
territory, ever increasing the chances of a misunderstanding or conflict. The pace of expansion and a
clear message of deterrence and the support for free trade is entirely dependent on U.S. actions in the
region. The status quo diverts blue water assets, which cost exorbitant amounts of money. These
assets are also becoming less survivable in the region with the growing parity of Chinese weapon
systems. Although Air Bases would still be vulnerable to attack, provocation on the part of the Chinese
within the borders of a sovereign country, versus the open water, would carry larger consequences and
international scrutiny. Land based aircraft also cost less to operate, have greater ranges in combat

configurations, and are more survivable with the appropriate protection.
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No matter how the Chinese, ASEAN group, or the U.S. choose to proceed, any addition of arms
in the region from the major players will inevitably result in a localized arms race. Boundaries, borders,
and wills will be tested, so it is important to take the necessary strategic steps to ensure steady strategic
partnerships and defend subversive Chinese aggression that strains local international relationships and

threatens the free economic zone.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Observing the events that have been outlined and the expected economic and population
growth that will occur in the next 15 years, a long-term, budget conscious decision must be
made. Upon comparison of the main courses of action described above, the best suited option,
considering long-term budget outlook and an increased strategic presence in the Western Pacific
and South China Sea, would be small-scale, permanent basing in the Philippines.

Strengths: Clark Air Base is a good first choice for basing fighter and bomber squadrons
in the Philippines. As a prior U.S. Air Base, many support facilities, such as housing, hangar and
ramp space, and a hospital, already exist and their renovation and use could be negotiated with
the host nation. The field has two runways that are each greater than 10,000 feet in length and
should be in good condition since the field is also dual-use as a civilian international airport.
Ample parking apron space exists for multiple squadrons of aircraft (assuming 12-18 aircraft per
squadron) and there are at least 40 dispersed, fighter-specific parking locations within the airfield
that offer more survivability in the event of an attack. These parking spots can be modified with
Hardened Aircraft Shelters (HAS) if necessary and there is open land available around the
airfield that can be used to erect additional HASs and secure facilities for generation 4.5 and 5

aircraft.
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Logistic support for the airfield is also ideal for the region. The airfield is suitable for
large, commercial and military airlift and larger shipments can be delivered to the port city of
Manilla, less than 60 statute miles south. The nation forms the east side of the South China Sea
meaning shipping vessels can avoid that region altogether, and access the country on the eastern
coastline, if the Sea itself was wrought with hostile threats.

Antonio Bautista Air Base is about 450 nautical miles southwest of Clark Air Base, on
the Philippine island of Palawan. It also boasts a runway greater than 10,000 feet long and its
main benefit is that the Spratly island chain sits just a few hundred miles, directly off the western
coast. There is also a protected harbor next to the airfield, making logistic support much more
convenient and cost effective. Being so close to the Spratly islands would allow the U.S. and
Philippine partners to conduct routine air operations, which would challenge any attempt by the
Chinese to establish exclusive rights to the overlying airspace. Allowing time for China to
occupy these islands may partly legitimize an eventual establishment of a Chinese Air Defense
Identification Zone (ADIZ).

Weaknesses: Although deals are being made with the Philippines as we speak,
diplomatic negotiations with host nations can be cumbersome. There is no guarantee that full
support for American presence will be shared by the whole Philippine government and citizens.
This is always an inherent weakness when structuring a posture in any country. Clark Air Base
is relatively sound. The downside to Antonio Bautista Air Base is available space. The limited
ramp area is already used for commercial airlines. Some expansion of the apron would increase
capacity, but there is currently only room for a couple of squadrons.

Opportunities: The largest payoff would be the proximity for operations themselves.

The open-source combat radius for the F-15E is 1,000NM with a 20 minute loiter*® and the
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projected radius for the F-35A Standard Takeoff and Landing variant is 590 NM with an internal
ordnance combat configuration.** Figure 5. shows the un-refueled combat radius overlays in

relation to the area of operations.
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Figure 5. Combat Radius Overlay for F-15E and F-35A

For the combination of range and capabilities of the most modern U.S. fighter/bombers, Clark
Air Base allows strike aircraft to completely cover the South China Sea and place direct pressure
on a large swath of China and the Taiwan Straits. Factoring in air-refuelers out of Japan, Guam,
or Australia would significantly increase range and loiter capabilities.

Andersen Air Force Base in Guam sits just 1400 NM to the East of Clark Air Base.

Transit time to a forward location like Clark Air Base would be between two to three hours for
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fighters with Tanker support. As far as protection of assets is concerned, the location of the
Philippines in relation to Guam adds to the survivability of combat aircraft. Should any base in
the nation come under attack, fighter/bomber assets can bugout or retrograde with zero or
minimal tanker support, meaning logistical support for this type of action would be simpler than
most other options. Guam is much more isolated from most conventional Chinese threats than
any base in the Southwest Pacific.

Threats: Being in China’s backyard comes with inherent threats. China’s most advanced
military aircraft, naval ships, and surface-to-surface missiles can range any target in the
Philippines, especially if allowed to gain a foothold in any of the disputed island chains.
Therefore, protective measures would have to be made to mitigate those threats.

If invested properly, the weaknesses and threats are easily mitigated and are only factors
if hostilities erupted. The intent is to balance the region, call the Chinese bluff, and execute the

preventative measures necessary to keep the free economic zone functioning.
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